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Introduction
 
 
On the 9th of April 2015, 61 years after Ishiro Honda’s GOJIRA (1954) first appeared in the 
Japanese cinemas, the fire-breathing ‘king of monsters’ was finally naturalized as a citizen of 
the busy and popular Shinjuku ward in downtown Tokyo. Godzilla was not only 
commemorated as a Japanese citizen but also as a Shinjuku ambassador of tourism. It is no 
coincidence that Toho Film Company, the company that has made over 20 Godzilla films, is 
located in Shinjuku. The occasion was further celebrated by the handing out of official ‘green 
card’ documents to fans and concluded by an unveiling of a giant mechanical roaring and 
smoke breathing Godzilla head on top of Toho’s building. The lasting cultural and economic 
importance of Godzilla, as shown by this inauguration, is remarkable, to say the least, 
especially considering the fact that Godzilla is mostly known for destroying Tokyo city. 
Moreover, the significance of Godzilla extends well beyond the island of Japan ever since its 
first introduction in America as GODZILLA: THE KING OF MONSTERS (Ishiro Honda, Terry Morse, 
1956). Not only has the franchise sprouted a significant and everlasting fan-base in the 
western parts of the world, till this day film producers in both Japan and America find 
enough revenue in these films. In fact, it was 
mostly due to Gareth Edwards’s latest 
GODZILLA (2014) that Toho Film Company was 
stimulated to produce another monster film 
after remaining dormant for 11 years after its 
release of GODZILLA: FINAL WARS (Ryûhei 
Kitamura) in 2004. The impact of the Godzilla 
franchise on popular culture should not be 
underestimated, as the series did not only 
become world-known early on, but was also 
spread through numerous media such as 
Japanese anime, video-games, music, art-works etc. It can therefore be argued that GOJIRA, 
one of the oldest cinema franchises to date, pioneered the popular culture industry in Japan, 
which is now worth between 400 to 500 billion dollars a year.1 
  The cultural significance of the Godzilla icon in both Japan and the West has given 
rise to academic interest on the subject as well. In 2004 a conference was held at the 
University of Kansas, where different viewpoints on Godzilla as a cultural icon were 
presented and discussed. The event was well covered in media and all over the world in 
different newspapers, radio and television networks. Unfortunately, instead of recognizing 
the important role of Godzilla as both a social-historical icon and a pioneer of its own ‘soft 
industry’ of pop-culture, the overall tone of the reports was rather negative, as they mostly 
seemed to pose the question: can you believe what nonsense academics are spending their 
time (and taxpayers' money) on?2 Nonetheless, the contents of the conference resulted in a 
collection of fifteen essays titled In Godzilla’s Footsteps that adequately highlights the 
cultural significance of Godzilla, especially with regard to the first film of 1954. Most fans of 
manga, anime and Japanese horror and science fiction are unaware of the sometimes 
substantial social-historical contexts from which these artworks originated. This can be 
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partly explained by the fact that the original GOJIRA, a film that is distinct from the American 
version, was never screened outside of Japan until 2004.3 This might also explain why 
Godzilla has a bad reputation of being a product of ‘cheap thrills’ as GODZILLA: THE KING OF 
MONSTERS is the only known ‘original’,  which is then seen in a particular context of the 
American horror and science fiction genre. 
  In my analysis of the film GOJIRA I would like to start from this very discrepancy 
between the cultural significance of the Godzilla icon and the often perceived as low-brow 
nature of its origins. By origins I mean the context in which GOJIRA is often seen from a film-
critical perspective: another goofy sci-fi-horror flick from the 1950s. Instead of dismissing 
these films as not worthy of scholarly attention, I would like to assess their cultural -historical 
importance as films of a particular popular genre. This is also a perspective that has not yet 
been discussed as frequently (or in the essays of the conference), as one might expect. How 
does GOJIRA relate to the American sci-fi-horror film and what can this relationship tell us 
about the Japanese production specifically and the genre to which it belongs in general?                
  Hence, my analysis of GOJIRA is mostly based on concepts within film genre study and 
it is therefore important to be aware not only of its possibilities but also its pitfalls. As such, 
the first chapter is a reflection on what film genre study entails, how it should be 
approached and what aspects will be taken from it for the analysis of GOJIRA as a genre-film. 
For instance, my approach to GOJIRA is predominantly based on the idea that film genres are 
always embedded in a historical discourse and are never isolated from other film genres. 
Here history is framed according to the Marxist principle of Fredric Jameson’s ‘political 
unconscious’, which entails that all cultural artefacts are to be considered as ‘socially 
symbolic acts’ that are deeply embedded in the history of capitalism and ultimately class 
struggle.4 Such a framing is useful, as it highlights the importance of all the aspects of these 
genres, even the ones that are only concerned with ‘cheap thrills’. For example, the concept 
of Otherness, i.e. the proposition that psychological identification is determined by a form of 
difference, is especially interesting in these films as it can pinpoint how ‘cheap thrills’ are 
ideologically constructed i.e. a form of the socially symbolic act.  
  The second and third chapters address the main case-study, which analyzes GOJIRA’s 
relation to two genres of American cinema, namely the horror and the science fiction film. 
The horror film is discussed first and chronologically by analyzing the genre qualities of KING 
KONG (Merian Cooper and Ernest Schoedsack, 1933) in comparison to GOJIRA. Though this 
seems anachronistic as the films are 21 years apart, it is vital to discuss KING KONG here as its 
genre themes are not only reflected in GOJIRA but also in the American science fiction films to 
which the latter also belongs. For instance, Cynthia Erb’s assessment of KING KONG as a 
projection of post-colonial appropriation is an important trope that is also reflected in GOJIRA 
and the science fiction film. Lastly, the third and final chapter analyses how GOJIRA follows a 
particular tendency within a subgenre of the American science fiction and how it is infused 
with Japan’s history as a victim of atomic warfare that stresses the cultural importance of 
Godzilla as an icon of morality, history and commerce. Though GOJIRA has often been 
regarded as a low-brow product of popular culture and cinematic spectacle, this is not 
incompatible with the idea that the film can also be read as a projection screen for social 
concerns and cultural anxieties.  
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1. Approaching the Genre 
 
 
Genre Theory 
 
The concept of artistic genres has a long history that can be traced back as early as the time 
when Aristotle defined the essential qualities of various kinds of poetry. Aristotle’s method 
of identifying tragedy, comedy and the epic by assuming these essential qualities exist ‘a -
priori’ as ‘isolated phenomena’ has had continual ramifications for the study of genres. 
These ramifications can still be found in the study of literary genres as well as cinematic 
ones, in which the latter is both historically and academically the youngest.5 However, even 
Aristotle’s own classification system points out the problematic nature of categorizing 
literary forms by their assumed a-priori qualities. In ‘Poetic Ars’ Aristotle distinguishes 
between two modes of poetic imitation; one constitutes a narrative that is focalized by the 
narrator (diegesis) and the other entails direct narrative representation by the characters 
themselves (mimesis). For Aristotle, these two modes represent all forms of poetic imitation 
and are distinct from each other. However, as Plato’s analysis of Iliad shows, the poetic form 
of the epic can constitute a mix of diegesis and mimesis. Though one can argue that the epic 
is essentially of narrative form, in the end Aristoteles himself seems to imply that the epic 
Iliad also entails the poetic imitative, as Aristoteles’ praise of Homer’s superiority over other 
epic poets is grounded on the fact that Homer, as narrator, intervenes as little as possible in 
the epic, meaning that there is significant emphasis on focalization of the characters 
themselves.6 The alternate mode of the epic as a mix between two separate and distinct 
categories highlights the problematic nature of perceiving or classifying genres by their 
‘distinct’ borders. For example, literary works that do not comply with the theory are then 
often neglected or ignored completely to uphold the dogmatic assumptions.  
  Of course, the problem of genre classification is not confined to the literary form, but 
also exists in the theory of film genres. However, literary genres and film genres operate 
based on different mechanisms, which should not be taken for granted. Although literary 
genre studies did lay out a general framework and provided a ‘starting point’ for the study of 
film genres (as can be seen in Will Wright’s book on the western Sixguns and Society), in the 
last two decades the latter has established its own circle of scholars and critics such as Rick 
Altman, Thomas Elseasser, Steve Neale, Vivian Sobchack, Linda Williams, Peter Verstraten 
and Wright with their own assumptions, modus operandi and objects of study. This  is not to 
say that the study of film genres is uniform in its approach. For example, Wright’s study of 
the American western is predominantly approached from the perspective of the social -
economic context of that time as Wright equates the narrative plot in the western to the 
changes of the economic climate of America. Another perspective, one that became quite 
popular around the 1960’s and 1970’s , is analyzing genres as representations of capitalist 
ideologies. Robin Wood emphasizes the importance of the spectator (and the author) by 
using a more recent Marxist cultural criticism that stresses the ideological contradictions 
inherent to genre films. According to Wood, all genres are connected but have “different 
strategies for dealing with the same ideological tensions”.7 These are just a few approaches, 
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which demonstrate the diverse and interdisciplinary aspects of genre film studies. 
  However, not all of these approaches are always perceived as equally valid in their 
assessment of certain genres. In Screening Cowboys: Reading Masculinities in Westerns, 
Verstraten aptly reveals that Wright’s (though highly influential) study of the western has 
some serious flaws. Besides the exclusivity of Wright’s film list (only American films that 
conform to his theory), his perfect correlation between the narrative of the film and the 
social economic factors are also overtly reductive and simplified, as it ignores other 
important features of the genre. In the case of Verstraten’s assessment, this means including 
the significant role of gender and masculinity amongst others.8 One might argue that some 
approaches are prone to problems and although this is true to some extent, it is to miss the 
overall point. As Neale argues in his essay ‘Questions of Genre’, genres are often difficult to 
address concisely because they entail a wide range of contributing factors such as 
institutional discourses (production and marketing of genre films), genre history, genre 
aesthetics and genre ideology. They therefore need a scope of study that does not exclude 
but includes as many contributing factors as possible. It is vital to the assessment of genres 
to not only make clear distinctions on what genre and what aspects of the genre the analysis 
is based on, but also, perhaps more importantly, acknowledge the playful interchange 
between genres. Moreover, genres are not only highly intertextual, but they can also borrow 
from certain generic conventions from other non-filmic media. As such, one might question 
if film genres can ever be radically theorized as having a distinct ‘Aristotelean’ essential 
quality or as Verstraten puts it, have a definable ‘X’ that is particular for an entire category of 
films. Indeed, Neale notes how it would be much easier if we could take a s tep back and 
consider the narrative film (as opposed to the avant-garde film, for example) as the only 
stable genre in which film genres are merely its subgenres with only naturally overlapping 
qualities between them.9 With regard to the complications in film genre theory, the point is 
in the end that certain approaches are especially prone to problems when they are 
considered to be the only approaches to the said genre or when they assume an undefinable 
X that ties a genre together and therefore exclude films that do not conform to this X.   
  Because of the fluid and multifaceted aspects of film genres, their conventions and 
regimes of verisimilitude10 should not be read as essential features of certain genres but as a 
dominant mode of representation in that specific time and context. In discussing the historic 
approaches to genre study, Neale remarks that the Russian formalist approach is especially 
apt for genre discourse as it is constituted by an interaction between dominant and marginal 
factors (i.e. factors that lie outside of the confines of cinema) without prescribing which of 
them are ultimately dominant or marginal.11 In his book Film/Genre Rick Altman takes a very 
similar approach by noting that genres are always in the process of re-gentrification. Re-
gentrification in Altman’s terms involves the poaching and usage of previous ly dominant 
genres in order to form and develop the characteristics of a marginal genre. Moreover, once 
certain established characteristics and regimes of the marginal genre become dominant they 
are yet again contested and often transgressed by other marginal genres and factors.12 In 
that sense, the study of film genres is not only concerned with identifying certain discourses 
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and (changing) qualities of particular genres but also with questions of genealogy. Hence, 
both Neale and Altman stress the importance to study the pre-history of a genre, include as 
many films as possible (especially the marginal ones) and lastly relate genre development to 
changing studio system and policy, star-system and advertisements. However, the most 
important point that can be derived from Neale’s and Altman’s line of thought with regard 
to the historicity of genres is their shared notion that genres are always embedded in a 
multi-facetted discourse. It is therefore certainly possible to assess certain qualities of 
genres as long as the qualities are not considered fixed, but related to these very discourses 
of media development, ideology, genre criticism and systems of film production amongst 
others. In that sense, the study of film genres is not about movies alone; it is also very much 
about their ties to history.   
  Considering these aspects of film genre study, GOJIRA is an interesting case-study for 
several reasons. First of all, this is a genre film from outside of Hollywood during a time 
when Japan was still recovering from the aftermath of the Second World War and American 
occupation. If GOJIRA offers an alternate mode of a certain genre, the distinct social-historical 
context should be taken into account as an important factor for this change. Secondly, Neale 
argues that this type of film belongs to a genre that does not appeal to cultural 
verisimilitude, i.e. drawing their appeal on authenticity. Gangster films, war films and 
thrillers, for example, uphold the ideology of realism by ‘authenticating’ themselves with 
realistic discourses, artifacts, newspaper headlines, memoirs etc. However, genres such as 
horror, science fiction or comedy make less appeal to this authenticity and are therefore 
often considered as non-serious films, misunderstood or even somewhat despised.13 Though 
the academic assessment of these films is certainly not marginal, it is in fact true that both 
critics and academics have looked down upon these genres (especially science fiction).14 Last 
but not least, GOJIRA belongs to blockbuster films that have gained great popularity with the 
general public. Fredric Jameson aptly argues that it is fruitful to study cultural objects of 
mass consumption as they relate much more to general social sensibilities compared to high-
brow works that only appeal to the elitist sensibilities of the intellectual. In other words, 
popular science fiction, horror or comedy films have a high social value as they speak the 
‘language of and for the masses’. Moreover, Jameson stresses that this language is 
embedded and formed by the ideological discourse of late capitalism that does not only 
point out the social value of these films but also the ideological threads that hold them 
together.15  
 
Defining Gojira 
 
In order to assess GOJIRA with regard to its structure as a genre, one must first (and ironically 
so) determine to what genre it theoretically belongs. According to Altman, there is an 
important distinction to be made between the nomenclature of film-genre and genre-film. 
On the one hand, Altman notes that a film-genre is still very much susceptible to change, 
differentiation and indiscernibility by the public in terms of expectation and verisimilitude. A 
genre-film on the other hand, is far more rigid in its structure and therefore eas ily discerned 
by the public. As such, Altman states that:  
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“Genre films are films produced after general identification and consecration of a genre 
through substantification, during a limited period when shared textual material and 
structures lead audiences to interpret films not as separate entities but according to generic 
expectations and against generic norms.”16 
 
Hence, genre-films are temporarily structured around the conventions of other films and 
expectations of the audience accordingly, which allows them to be grouped or classified as a 
genre. Genre-films are then somewhat synonymous with the ‘classic stage’ of Thomas 
Schatz’s four stages of genre development, the very stage where a set of conventions allows 
the film to be typified as a genre.17 In that sense, GOJIRA is a genre-film because its set of 
conventions is structured around American genre films such as THE BEAST FROM 20,000 FATHOMS 
(Eugene Lourié, 1953), THEM! (Gordon Douglas, 1954)  and IT CAME FROM BENEATH THE SEA (Robert 
Gordon, 1955) amongst many others. These films revolve around monsters generated from 
scientific mishaps that threaten entire cities with their destructive power. However, 
considering GOJIRA as a genre-film already contains the assumption that this film does not 
redefine or alternate said genre. Though this assumption is partly true, it must be said that 
GOJIRA has specific generic aspects that are more explicitly expressed than in its American 
contemporaries. Furthermore, these very generic aspects in the later series created their 
own generic vocabulary that is distinct from the original film. 
  Genre-films might indicate that they are easy to identify as belonging to a certain 
genre, but this is ironically and paradoxically not the case with such films as GOJIRA. On the 
one hand, one can argue that GOJIRA is a horror film. For example, in Williams’s ‘Anatomy of 
Film Bodies’, different genres are categorized based on their excessive semantic properties. 
As such, the classic film KING KONG from 1933 is positioned under the genre ‘horror’ due to its 
excessive violence. According to this categorization, GOJIRA is a horror film as well since it 
displays a significant amount of ferocity. On the other hand, GOJIRA is a science-fiction film 
because it entails science as the main catalyst for the plot, i.e. the beast or monster is 
created by science or a scientist.18 In her book Screening Space: the American science-fiction 
film, Vivian Sobchack assesses the genre of science-fiction based on its thematic, stylistic and 
iconographic qualities and highlights the problem of how monsters blur the distinction 
between horror and science fiction film, which has mostly to do with the simple fact that 
both genres can entail monsters. As such, Sobchack first makes a distinction between the 
horror and sci-fi monster: the horror film monster always has a humanlike quality that 
interrelates with the (sinful) individual in conflict with society or with some extension of 
himself. The SF monster or as she calls it the Bugged Eyed Monster (B.E.M.) on the other 
hand is depersonalized and emphasizes the conflict between institutions in a society. 
Sobchack notes that some monster films do not conform entirely to the distinction between 
the horror and the SF film. There are hybrid films such as THE CREATURE FROM THE BLACK LAGOON 
(Jack Arnold, 1954), THEM! and NIGHT OF THE LIVING DEAD (George Romero, 1968) that are 
neither horror films nor science fiction films, i.e. neither present human or inhuman 
monsters.  
  Instead of ignoring these films (which is often a common practice when dogmatic 
genre theories do not accept any delineation outside the norm) she poses a definition of the 
SF film, which can accommodate them both. According to Sobchack, both the horror and the 
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science fiction genre involve an interaction between magic, science, and religion. By 
perceiving the horror film on the magic and religious side of the spectrum (with its moral 
passions, its religious and magical motifs) and SF on the other more empirical and scientific 
side, a space opens up between them. In this sense horror and SF films should not be 
separated entirely since they belong to the same spectrum that defines their exertions. 
Hence, Sobchack formulates her definition of the SF genre as such:  
 
“the sf film is a genre which emphasizes the extrapolative, or speculative science and the 
empirical method, interacting in a social context with the lesser emphasized, but still 
present, transcendentalism of magic and religion, in an attempt to reconcile man with the 
unknown.”19 
 
Though Sobchack considers the B.E.M. as ultimately belonging to the science fiction film by 
its references to science and technology, it is vital to note that the B.E.M. finds itself on the 
spectrum of horror and science fiction film at all times with shifting emphases depending on 
the movie at hand. In that sense it is also important to note that this specific type of film to 
which GOJIRA belongs (which shall now be referred as the B.E.M. film) is a subcategory of 
both horror and science-fiction because it depends to a large extent on their established 
conventions while at the same time creates a distinct genre language of its own  
(in this case problematizing these very genre conventions). In terms of genre as a process of 
re-gentrification, the B.E.M. film of the fifties is an adequate example of how a genre is 
formed out of other genres. Sobchack’s  definition of the SF genre shall therefore be the 
foundation from which I will assess the B.E.M. film as it allows a flexible attitude towards 
combining both theories from the horror film and the science-fiction, which overcomes the 
idea that KING KONG has nothing to do with science-fiction and vice versa. It is also a 
definition that is not confined to certain narrative structures and strict iconographic or 
semantic elements permitting the B.E.M. film, as a genre-film, to be incorporated in it as 
well. Lastly, it must be noted that though Sobchack’s definition will be regarded here as the 
foundation for the B.E.M. film, this will not exclude other genres from the assessment of 
GOJIRA. The genre of atomic cinema, for example, shall also be of great importance to 
highlight certain similarities and differences between Japanese and American B.E.M. film. 
 
Analyzing Gojira as a Genre Film  
 
So far I have only discussed the validity of analyzing  GOJIRA as a genre-film and to what genre 
it belongs generally (science fiction) and specifically as a subgenre (B.E.M. Film). However, 
because of the multi-facetted nature of film genres and film genre studies it is important to 
demarcate where the focus of analysis is placed and what aspects of the genre are analyzed 
precisely. Considering the limited length of this study, it is impossible to incorporate all the 
aspects that might have contributed to the possible cultural meanings and formation of 
GOJIRA. For instance, the aspects of advertisement and systems of studio production and 
policy will be of little importance here. Even though KING KONG and the American B.E.M. film 
contribute as case studies to determine how and what aspects of re-gentrification have 
taken place in GOJIRA, the contributing factors of non-filmic media in terms of re-
gentrification are of secondary importance. The focus is primarily on discussing the 
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development of the B.E.M. film and GOJIRA in particular and their historicity through 
established theoretical terms in the academic field. As can be seen from Sobchack’s 
definition of the science fiction genre (and the B.E.M. as terminology), these terms do not 
stem from institutionalized recognized (sub)genres, but predominantly from within the 
academic paradigm of film genre studies.  
  One important and prominent aspect I have taken from the academic field for 
assessing the formation and cultural meaning of GOJIRA as a genre is the concept of 
Otherness. This concept was first introduced by Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel stating that 
self-consciousness is ultimately linked to the idea of the ‘Other’ as being the opposite of the 
Self.20 In other words, the Self and the identity of the Self is constituted by an idea and 
concept of that which is not the Self, i.e. Other or Otherness. In one respect, the concept of 
Otherness is a universal form of allegory. In Abjection and Representation: An Exploration of 
Abjection in the Visual Arts, Film and Literature (2014) Rina Arya draws her argument on the 
notion that ‘abjection’ is an essential and universal part for the psychological and 
phenomenological formation of the subject. The term ‘abjection’ here relates to Otherness , 
as it originates from the Latin word ‘abicere’ which means to ‘cast-off, away or out’ or to 
‘throw away’ in order to constitute a sense of Self.21 The B.E.M. film, because of its binary 
stigmatization as film about man versus the monster, is especially fruitful to analyze with 
regard to the concept of Otherness. Moreover, the popularity of the B.E.M. film can be 
related to this concept of identity formation. Arya notes that: 
 
“Abjection is ambivalent; it is frightening because it has the propensity to shatter the unity 
of the self, yet we are also fascinated by it because it takes us to the heart of our being, 
defines our identity and makes us feel more alive”. 22 
 
Abjection (or Otherness) is thus highly paradoxical since it is a human governing system of 
identity by means of abjection, conversely making abjection a part of the Self that can never 
be fully terminated. Furthermore, the concept of Otherness is allegorical in a sense that its 
mechanism for identity formation extends across multiple and diverse media such as pre-
modern art and literature in which Otherness is expressed in multiple ways. In Wes William’s 
study of the cultural meaning of monsters in early modern European literature he states 
that:  
 
“ But the monster is not, finally, an object of knowledge so much as a question asked of 
systems of representation, a question that concerns our understanding of what it means  
to be human. Which is to say that if monsters can be said to adopt a central position  
in early modern Europe's imagination of itself, this is because they are  
always, and already, caught up with the history of allegory, as of mimesis.” 23         
 
William’s study shows that monsters have played a key role in European cultural history 
because they contribute to a greater understanding of human nature. Moreover, the 
expression of Otherness and consequently the meaning of Otherness that stretches beyond 
the notion of a mere monstrous Other can be very diverse. Indeed, as mentioned before, the 
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monstrous Other in the horror film is typically different from the monstrous Other in the 
science fiction film as the former symbolizes and projects different kinds of Otherness.   
  Considering the B.E.M. film as a popular product of mass consumption with its 
interlocking relation to the concept of Otherness brings forth the second important 
theoretical basis for assessing this genre. Jameson argues that products and artworks of 
mass consumption have a significant social value as they communicate with a large 
audience. This is related to an important (Marxist) principle that Jameson refers to as the 
‘political unconscious’. This principle entails that all cultural artifacts are to be considered as 
“socially symbolic acts” and that everything is both historical and social.24 In other words, 
the political unconscious suggests that the narratives of literature or film are embedded in 
socially symbolic signs that constitute certain cultural implications. In that sense Jameson’s 
framing of cultural artifacts as socially Marxist symbolic acts is not only adequate for 
assessing the cultural implications of the B.E.M. film, as this genre is already highly symbolic 
by its use of monsters and its cultural mechanism of identity through Otherness, but also 
essential for understanding the science fiction genre in general, since this particular genre is 
concerned with features (science and technology) that are well embedded in the discourse 
of capitalism. However, it must be noted that despite Jameson’s use of the term ‘symbolic’, 
GOJIRA shall be predominantly assessed as a form of allegory. Here, the notion of allegory is 
handled as a mode of representation that is distinct from symbolism, since allegory stands 
for a general concept or idea without being definitive about the meaning of its contents. 
Symbolism, on the other hand, differs from allegory, since the symbol is always fixed in its 
relation with that which is signified.25 As mentioned before, the concept of Otherness is very 
diverse in its exertions through cultural history and should not be narrowed down to single 
modes of meaning and reading.  
  Fortunately, Jameson’s concept of the polysemous  symbolic vehicle is very much a 
form of allegory. In ‘Reification and Utopia in Mass Culture’ Jameson makes a compelling 
argument that films, and especially blockbuster films of mass consumption, are ideologically 
constructed in particular narratives of imaginary resolutions and illusions of social harmony. 
Jameson argues, for example, that the killer shark in JAWS (Steven Spielberg, 1975) can be 
interpreted in multiple ways as a symbol of a different sort of social anxieties. It is especially 
in this multiplicity of interpretations that the symbolic significance of the shark lies; i.e. the 
shark is a polysemous symbolic vehicle (thus in the end an allegorical vehicle).26 As such, the 
shark becomes a mythical Leviathan in which all kinds of anxieties can be manifested and 
ultimately resolved (by killing off the beast). Hence, GOJIRA is discussed here as a polysemous 
vehicle as well and regarded as both a manifestation and a resolution of multiple anxieties.   
  The next chapters contain a cross examination of GOJIRA and American genres of 
horror and science fiction film in order to highlight the ‘political unconscious’ of said genres  
and GOJIRA specifically through the perspective of Otherness and the interlocking meaning of 
monsters as allegorical vehicles.      
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2. King Kong and Gojira 
 
 
King Kong as the Other            
  
In short, KING KONG tells the story of film-director Carl Denham (Robert Armstrong) who 
together with a crew sets out on a rather secretive voyage from New York to the mysterious 
Skull Island to make a motion picture. But before they can depart, Denham first needs to 
find a “pretty face”, since that is what the public wants: a romantic love-story. However, it is 
clear that Denham is not interested in this form of entertainment; his focus is on capturing 
something on film that is beyond imagination or in his words something that needs “new 
adjectives”. Nonetheless, the pretty face ends up being Ann Darrow (Fay Wray), a beautiful 
woman in dire straits. Denham convinces Ann to join his crew and shortly thereafter they 
embark on a journey to Skull Island. At this remote spot they encounter King Kong, the King 
of the Jungle, which is held under control by the native’s ritual sacrifice of women. At some 
point one of the natives abducts Ann for such a sacrifice. When the crew tries to save Ann, 
King Kong frees himself and takes the New York City girl deep into the jungle. Later, the crew 
manages to free Ann and lure King Kong into a cave-like trap and subdues him with multiple 
gas bombs. Denham has big plans for King Kong as he captures the beast and transports it 
back to New York in order to display it for the public as the “world’s eight wonder”. Startled 
by flash bulbs of the news reporters taking pictures during the premiere, King Kong frees 
himself yet again, lashes out at his capturers and voyeurs and abducts Ann to protect her 
from these mechanical flashes. The last scene is perhaps one of the most iconic in film 
history: King Kong sits with Ann on top of the Empire State building fending off airplanes that 
seek to destroy him. Tragically, King Kong eventually falls to his death, but as Denham states: 
“it were not the airplanes that got him, it was beauty that killed the beast”.  
  KING KONG has often been discussed as a horror film with regard to the psychological 
sexual anxieties being projected through the monster. In ‘An Introduction to the American 
Horror Film’ Robin Wood applies the psychoanalytic concepts of repression and projection to 
the horror film. According to Wood, ideology of the American horror film revolves around 
the projections of the basic and primary psychological needs of the Self (subject), such as 
desire and fear, which is then expressed by and in the monster (or Other) and ultimately 
repressed by effacing the monster (or Other). In this sense horror films are mostly about the 
restoration and reaffirmation of the social order or status quo. The concept of the Other that 
can entail not only a monster, but also a cultural and social Other such as Other people, a 
woman, the proletariat, Other cultures, ethnic groups, alternative ideologies and politics, 
deviations from sexual norms and children, highlights the social ideological tensions 
between various forms of difference, in which repression, according to Wood, is in the end 
always sexual.27 The symbolic repression of Otherness functions not only as a mechanism to 
reaffirm social norms but also and perhaps more importantly it reaffirms the identity of the 
Self.  
  Wood’s concept of Otherness lends itself here well to ‘classic horror’ films such as 
KING KONG. For example, the symbolism of men’s uncontrollable and primal force 
represented in King Kong and repressed by the film when the planes bring him down from 
the tall and climatic Empire State building points to a social affirmation that, simply put, 
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western culture is defined by reason and not primal emotion. As a giant ape, King Kong is a 
very suitable monster to highlight ‘human’ desires from a Darwinist point of view, not to 
mention Ann as an object of this very relatable desire that in the end ‘killed the beast’.    
Though Wood’s model offers an interesting take on the horror film genre it is perhaps too 
reductive and overarching to describe an entire genre. As mentioned before, this model is 
especially suitable for ‘classic horror films’ such as DRACULA (Tod Browning, 1931) 
FRANKENSTEIN (James Whale, 1931) or THE WOLF MAN (George Wagner, 1941), where the 
monster is clearly stigmatized visually and is morally dichotomous and unambiguously 
portrayed as a figure of Otherness. Wood’s detailed description of the horror film by 
classifying certain monster types as ‘monster as psychopath’, ‘Satanism’, ‘cannibalism’ and 
‘revenge of nature’ points again to the historic specificity of Wood’s theory, which does not 
lend itself well to horror monsters outside these classifications. Moreover, the historical 
specificity of Wood’s model does not take into account the historical specificity of the 
audience (as far as one can determine such specificity). In other words, what might have 
been a mechanism to thrill the audience in the 1930’s, 1950’s or even the 1970’s and affirm 
a certain social identity of the time might as well lose its relevance and social function for 
more contemporary audiences.28 As such, Wood’s trans-historical model offers a rigorous 
reading of KING KONG in the most basic terms of horror reception and by doing so cannot 
negotiate the fissures of more complex relations between the protagonists and antagonists 
of the narrative. Even though KING KONG is a perfectly suitable film for Wood’s model, 
considering the film’s explicit emphasis on sexual difference and the dangers of female 
beauty, it offers little space for alternative readings. Nonetheless, as a starting point, Wood’s 
model is helpful in assessing the horror and ultimately also the sci-fi genre in terms of its 
underlying ideologies, but one must be careful not to confine it to a single mode of social 
functioning with regard to the genre’s aesthetic structure, thematic emphasis and film 
spectatorship.   
  It is well expressed in the writings of Linda Williams that the concept of Otherness 
may provide a framework from which a myriad directions in which a horror film can be 
viewed and assessed can spawn. Instead of regarding the horror film and KING KONG in 
particular as a form of repression and social reaffirmation, Williams places emphasis on the 
semantic features of the genre, its main characters and its psycho-analytical and 
phenomenological relation to its presumed spectators. Williams argues that the genre of 
horror (as well of pornography and melodrama) persistently features a form of excess that is 
embodied in a female character. In the case of the horror genre this bodily excess consists of 
violence shown through blood, shudders, and female screams. The difference between this 
genre and that of comedy is that the spectators in the former are caught up in almost 
involuntarily mimicry of the emotion or sensation displayed by the character on screen. In 
other words, in horror the spectator shares an empathetic and especially bodily bond with 
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scenes that display an excess of violence towards female characters.29 As such, the critically 
renowned ‘screen test scene’ between 
Denham and Ann can also be seen as  an 
unintentional meta-comment on 
Williams’s notion of the horror genre. 
When they are underway to Skull Island, 
Denham wants to do a screen test of Ann 
to see how she looks on camera. Denham 
first instructs Ann to look towards the off-
screen space, stating that she does not 
see ‘it’ yet. Then Denham tells Ann to look 
up, higher and higher until Denham 
remarks: “Now you see it! You’re amazed! 
You can’t believe it! Your eyes open 
wider! It’s horrible, Ann, but you can’t 
look away! No change for you, Ann, no 
escape!” And eventually, “Throw your arms before your eyes and scream, Ann! Scream for 
your life!” At that point Ann screams so convincingly that Jack, in a panic reaction, reaches 
for the arm of his fellow crewmember. Even when off-screen, the terror of the giant ‘it’ is 
perfectly felt by the audience through the excessive (bodily) emotions and facial expressions 
of Ann’s scream. Jack’s reaction corresponds to that of the spectator; i.e. Jack is depicted 
here in the expected position of the viewer. Indeed, the scene here literally depicts how 
horror films function in terms of bodily and empathetic spectatorship. Later, when Ann 
encounters King Kong the mechanics of the screen test is once again put into practice. It is 
therefore important to note that KING KONG is principally a film that aims to animate 
audience by means of spectacle and excitement; which is an important trope of the B.E.M. 
film as well, as we shall see.  
  Though Williams does not refer to the concept of Otherness specifically, it is in fact 
the ‘problem of (sexual) difference’, which her theory relies on. Williams sees these specific 
mechanics of the horror genre as a form of cultural problem solving in which 
psychoanalytical fantasies are reconciled in the specific temporality of said genre. The 
problem of the horror film, much like the concept of Otherness, is that of sexual difference; 
and more violence related to sexual difference is thereby also the solution as it relates to 
Freud’s ‘original fantasy’ of castration. The Freudian ‘original fantasy’ here is conceived as an 
insoluble problem of the discrepancy between an irrecoverable original experience and the 
hallucinatory revival of that experience. In Freudian terms, the enigma of sexual difference is 
solved by the fantasy of castration, i.e. the origin of womanhood is explained by a violent act 
of castration in the past. In the horror film, Williams further explains, this fantasy of 
castration is closely tied to the violence inflicted upon women in these films ; it is then deeply 
felt by the (male) spectator as it corresponds to the ‘original fantasy’.30 As such, Williams 
offers here another psychological fundament that could explain the mechanics and elements 
of the horror film especially in terms of male spectatorship, bodily excess and spectacle as a 
means of cultural problem solving. In the horror film, sexual difference is the problem and 
more violence related to sexual difference is also the solution.      
  In Tracking King Kong: A Hollywood Icon in World Culture Cynthia Erb also analyses 
                                                                 
29
 Will iams, 2009, pp. 603 - 604 
30
 Ibid, pp. 612 - 615 
KING KONG (Merian Cooper & Ernest Schoedsack, 1933). The 
infamous screentest scene highlights the role women are 
commonly given in horror films.  
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the iconographic and thematic features of KING KONG in terms of Otherness, but not in the 
repressed sexualized sense as proposed by Wood or the reconcilement of a Freudian fantasy 
as posed by Williams. Erb highlights the ideological positions taken in the film from a social -
historical context in terms of post-colonial theory and other genres than that of the horror 
film. Though THE LOST WORLD (Arthur Conan Doyle, 1925) is often regarded as a precursor to 
KING KONG as far as narrative goes, according to Erb it is primarily the genre of travel  
documentaries and Jungle films in which the underlying ideologies can be found. The travel 
documentaries of the 1920’s and 1930’s are especially interested in the ethnographic 
contact with the cultural ‘other’ during a time when ‘primitivism’ became increasingly 
commodified in the arts and entertainment industry. Erb’s explanation of the western 
appropriation of the cultural Other in travel documentaries is twofold. The first is the well-
known (though somewhat clichéd) equation of camera to a gun and the act of ‘shooting’ to a 
form of control in order to dominate and configure situations according to the wishes of the 
documentary-maker. This control of representation has rendered most native civilizations in 
travel documentaries through an all-white male gaze in which the Other is primarily 
primitive, backwards and subpar. Merian C. Cooper and Ernest B. Schoedsack were well 
aware of the stylistic tropes of travel documentary and applied these characteristics to the 
personality of Denham accordingly.31 This is also the main reason Erb focuses her attention 
on the dualism between Denham and King Kong, whereas the majority of studies have 
addressed the relation between King Kong and Ann. 
  Erb’s main point of focus is vividly expressed in the aforementioned ‘screen test 
scene’. Before they start shooting Denham changes the filter on his camera and tells Ann a 
story about the time he provided gun cover for his cameraman while they were filming in 
the wild. He tells that the cameraman fled when a rhino charged at the camera and remarks, 
“The darned fool! Didn’t he know I was right there with a gun? Now I take all my pictures 
myself”. As Erb argues, this type of story is consistent with travelogue documentary in which 
the unruliness of animals in their tendency to flee or charge at the cameraman highlights the 
difficulties of filming or ‘shooting’ wildlife. Moreover, the anachronism of Ann’s overtly 
expressive acting and antique style of apparel as a feature of the silent film recalls a sense of 
transition between the 1930’s realist style of New York to the fantasy of Skull Island where 
‘time stands still’. This fantasy is well embedded in the Jungle film genre and infused with 
Denham’s fantasy of ethnographic control in which he can perfectly appropriate the Other 
for this very fantasy.  
  Erb’s analysis of Denham in relation to King Kong and the film’s characterization of 
the ethnographer highlights how the film hints at an overall sympathy for the creature of the 
exotic realm. This sympathy is built upon Denham’s unlikable and crude personality and of 
course King Kong’s naïve characterization as victim. The identity of Denham as an 
entrepreneur without ethical boundaries can be defined as an identity of the Self on the 
extreme end of capitalistic ideology and reason. Indeed, at the beginning of the fi lm and 
even before we are introduced to Denham one of the dockworkers refers to him as a “wild 
man”, who is portrayed as an overly dominant and especially nervous figure from the very 
first scene. Just as King Kong is overthrown by his own primal desires, Denham is overthrown 
by his own ethnographic fantasies and capitalistic pursuits. Moreover, Denham is explicitly 
ill-adapted in Skull Island barely surviving its dense jungle and wildlife, highlighting yet again 
his persona: a man of the city, out of touch with nature (and consequently out of touch with 
ethics). Though the film never judges or places guilt on Denham for capturing King Kong or 
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even bringing such a danger to New York City, it is evident that Denham’s endeavor is 
ultimately responsible for the incident. In that sense, the logic of reason and cultural 
arrogance is as dangerous as its emotional and primal counterpart. As we will see, this 
dialectic is prototypical for the ambivalent attitude towards science in the B.E.M. film and 
GOJIRA specifically. 
 
Godzilla as the Other  
 
The story of GOJIRA starts with the destruction of the fisher boat Eiko-Maru off the coast of 
Japan and near Otho Island; a blinding light and what seems to be a wave of fire engulfs the 
vessel along with crewmembers. Hideo Ogata (Akira Takarada) is quickly ordered to salvage 
the wreckage forcing him to cancel dinner plans with Emiko Yamane (Momoko Kōchi), but 
before he can reach the site of destruction other boats that patrolled the area are destroyed 
as well. After some speculation about the disastrous nature of this event, another disaster 
happens on the remote island of Otho. During a rainy thunderstorm, houses fall apart and 
several people perish along with them. However, some local inhabitants were already 
convinced it was not the thunderstorm that was responsible for this and other disasters but 
something ‘bigger’. A team of experts arrives at Otho Island including the father of Emiko, 
paleontologist Dr. Kyohei Yamane (Takashi Shimura), and discovers a radioactive, giant 
footprint along with trilobites (prehistoric and extinct arthropods). Shortly after, Godzilla 
rises from behind the mountains of Otho Island turning the crowd into a fleeing frenzy.  
  Dr. Yamane reports his findings to a (unspecified) board of government officials 
suggesting that the creature that has terrorized the seas and local inhabitants of Otho Island 
is in fact an organism born between two periods (Jurassic and Cretaceous) causing it to 
evolve into both a sea and a land creature. Yamane concludes that the appearance of this 
prehistoric beast is a direct consequence of nuclear testing. Thus, in the original film, 
Godzilla is a part of nature (an aspect often misinterpreted by critics) and is not mutated or 
transformed by radioactive material, but is primarily awakened by the ‘unnatural’ 
bombardments of mankind. Yamane is also the only one to sympathize with the prehistoric 
animal; when the military tries to destroy Godzilla with detonating devices and Ogata agrees 
with this practice, Yamane is agitated and retreats to his office pondering in the dark about 
what men could have learned from this creature. The tension between Ogata and Yamane is 
further stressed by the fact that Emiko has plans to enter an arranged marriage with Dr. 
Daisuke Serizawa (Akihiko Hirata) but is actually in love with Ogata. At some point Emiko 
tries to tell Dr. Serizawa about her true affections towards Ogata, but instead Dr. Serizawa 
demonstrates his project which he has been working on for so long: the oxygen destroyer. 
The oxygen destroyer splits oxygen atoms under water, which evaporates all life in the 
vicinity. Horrified by the effects of this weapon on a tank full of fish and under pressure of 
Serizawa’s emphasis that nobody should have such a device at their disposal, Emiko 
promises to keep it a secret.   
 After the failed attempts by the military to neutralize Godzilla, the prehistoric 
creature returns to destroy most of Tokyo City depicted in an elaborate twenty-five minute 
scene. Emiko breaks her promise to Dr. Serizawa and tells Ogata about the oxygen destroyer 
that could efface Godzilla. Serizawa however stubbornly refuses, arguing that such a device 
could mean the end of the world if it falls into the wrong hands. At that moment Dr. 
Serizawa watches the memorial service for the victims of Tokyo City on national television. 
The broadcast shows piles of debris that were once part of a city and how victims are being 
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treated in the hospital. Witnessing the tragedy that Godzilla has brought upon Tokyo City, 
Serizawa is finally convinced to use the oxygen destroyer to destroy Godzilla. In the final 
scene the main characters are assembled on a ship at sea. Ogata and Serizawa dive down to 
deploy the oxygen destroyer on the ocean floor. Ogata returns to the surface, but Serizawa 
cuts his oxygen line so that the last piece of his knowledge about mass destruction will truly 
be unattainable and to assure the happiness of Emiko and Ogata. Both Godzilla and the 
scientist perish on the ocean floor. As Emiko and Ogata embrace each other with tears in 
their eyes, Dr. Yamane contemplates the loss of Godzilla, being the last one of its species, 
and asserts that if nations continue nuclear testing similar monsters might appear.  
  At first sight GOJIRA resembles KING KONG in its dense and layered narrative format in 
which a creature of the natural world transgresses into the civilized world. It takes certain 
narrative structures over from KING KONG, such as Otho Island being the natural world in the 
same way as Skull Island is and Tokyo City the civilized world paralleling New York City. The 
fact that Godzilla has its origins somewhat in the vicinity of Otho Island as a creature from an 
old, forgotten, primitive land, which follows the iconography of KING KONG, further suggests a 
strong formal and thematic relationship between the two films. In ‘Monster Round-up: 
Reintegrating the Horror Genre’ David J. Russell focuses his attention on the relation 
between the monster and the cinematic space to assess the formal qualities of the horror 
film. Russell does not regard the monster as a psychological type of Other but as a ‘pseudo-
ontic’, in which the monster defies normality by its appearance as an unreal, abnormal entity 
within the realistic diegetic space of the film. As such, Russell categorizes three types of 
horror monsters: deviant, supernatural and paranatural. The deviant type is mostly common 
in slasher films such as HALLOWEEN (John Carpenter, 1978), FRIDAY THE THIRTEENTH (Sean S. 
Cunningham, 1980) and PSYCHO (Alfred Hitchcock, 1963), where the monster emerges from 
the normal cinematic space and is considered abnormal with regard to his or her violent acts 
and behavior. The supernatural monsters such as vampires, ghosts and demons, however, 
originate in their entirety from outside of the cinematic space and experience, and usually 
need a ‘host’ to invade the diegetic world. The last type is the paranatural monster that 
enters the realistic space as a physical being that is abnormal due to its origins and by 
stretching the rules of everyday experience. The paranatural monster comes from outer 
space, genetic mutations, bad science or from another dimension.32 In this sense, King Kong 
and Godzilla are both paranatural monsters since they both are partly real as they originate 
from an unfamiliar part of nature and later transgress the boundaries of the normal secure 
world with their unstable and abnormal physical unrealities. Though paranatural monsters 
share a lot of traits with the B.E.M., this concept reunites King Kong and Godzilla as similar 
monsters with respect to the diegetic world.  
  The fact that King Kong and Godzilla are paranatural monsters that can be classified 
as both archetypical horror monsters and archetypical sci-fi monsters again points out the 
similarities between the horror and the sci-fi monsters but only when it comes to their 
formalistic features. The thematic distinction between the horror and the B.E.M., pointed 
out by Sobchack, is that the B.E.M. usually entails a non-human and fairly intentless monster 
in contrast to the humanistic monsters such as King Kong, Dracula or the Wolfman. 
Obviously some aspects of Otherness are different in GOJIRA compared to KING KONG; the 
psychological projection of a deviant, sexual and fore-mostly humanistic desire is not 
present in Godzilla, which makes it incompatible with the theory of Wood, for example. 
Nonetheless, though Godzilla is devoid of intentions or lacks any kind of humanistic origin or 
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psychology, the film treats this monster as a well-known character within Japanese folklore. 
Unlike most B.E.M.’s, Godzilla has a significant name in the diegetic world of the film just as 
King Kong. For instance, King Kong’s name appears on the promotional billboard of the 
theater on the night of the big premiere. The name Godzilla (originally a combination of the 
Japanese words gorilla and whale) is already well known by the natives of Otho Island, who, 
similarly to the natives of KING KONG, have sacrificed women to this mythic creature. Though 
GOJIRA might not be human-like, it is certainly not a mere ‘thing’, but has a social-historical 
cultural significance constructed within the film. How might this then relate to the concept 
of cultural Otherness as seen in KING KONG? 
 
Godzilla as Horror Monster 
 
Before GOJIRA’S cultural significance is further analyzed, it is again useful to stress that the 
concept of Otherness is an allegorical and universal trope. Some have argued that this 
concept is a mostly western-based idea, which is fundamentally different from Japanese 
forms of psychological identification by means of difference. This argument is based upon 
the idea that the Other is essential to Japanese self-identification.33 However, such a trait is 
already inherent in and fundamental to the concept of Otherness to begin with. As 
mentioned before, not only does the concept of Otherness project a repressed part of the 
subject, but also simultaneously shapes the identity of that very subject.  Moreover and 
more importantly, Japan’s imperial past shows that its encounter with the cultural Other 
(especially the South Pacific) has followed the exact same ‘fantasy’ of Euro-American colonial 
appropriation. 34 It can be said that the natives play a similar role in GOJIRA in terms of 
appropriation of the Other for constructing one’s own identity or, in this case, the identity of 
Japan. On the one hand, Dr. Yamane explained Godzilla as a prehistoric beast that is merely 
awoken by nuclear tests. This is very much in line with the B.E.M. narrative and 
characterization of said monsters as purposeless and non-human. On the other hand, the 
natives of Otho Island are the ones who truly give the monster its name and cultural 
significance by relating Godzilla to the practice of sacrificial rituals to uphold social order and 
keep Godzilla at bay. As such, a cultural explanation is given to the rise of Godzilla: one that 
comes from the mythic and ancient South. The difference between Skull Island and Otho 
Island is then the fact that the latter is seen as a still relevant and explicit part of Japanese 
culture, different from the clash of cultures as seen in KING KONG, which only implies a 
humanistic connection on an evolutionistic level. Otho Island is thus considered here as a 
still relevant part of Japanese society, though a far more traditional one compared to the 
modern society of Tokyo. 
  In the horror or B.E.M. film of the 1950’s (or any other period), the incorporation of 
Native Americans as counterparts to modern life would be highly anachronistic and absurd. 
However, in GOJIRA this is not the case and this can be explained by the fact that Japan 
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conformed culturally, economically and politically to the ideologies of the Enlightenment35 
and industrial revolution at a much later stage in history compared to the West. It was only 
since the Meiji period (halfway through the 19th century) that Japan started to adapt to 
Western techniques of industrial production, in which the latter was already in the second 
stage of revolution (steam powered trains, boats and ships). The delay of Japan’s 
modernization is then combined with another important trope within Japanese culture: 
Shinto religion folklore and the cultural importance of ghosts, demons and other mysterious 
entities. Gerald Figal has carefully assessed the importance of these mysterious entities 
(Fushigi) in Japan by demonstrating that they were often used as allegories to explain natural 
phenomena and denounce or uplift political powers. The fact that the same Fushigi can be 
used to explain, criticize or propagate, highlights how these entities are not always fixed in 
their meaning but depend on certain contexts, thus making them highly allegorical. 
Furthermore, Fushigi were an important part of Japanese society, and institutional forces 
were necessary to abolish this belief and nomenclature as scientists and political powers in 
the Meiji period were actively engaged in re-formulating cultural conceptions of these 
entities.36 This is not to say that Japanese society was backwards or subpar compared to 
western civilization during the Meiji period; if anything, it highlights how a culture so 
significantly different from the West has struggled to change its particular society at such a 
fast pace (almost double as fast as it took the West to adapt to modern technologies). In that 
sense, Godzilla is a figure reminiscent of traditional (and the in Meiji period rejected) belief 
in Fushigi, politically fueled to express and explain nature’s revenge on modernity in a vivid 
image of juxtaposition of the old and new worlds by destroying Tokyo city. In KING KONG the 
fantasy of the cultural Other consisted of ethnographic control; the fantasy in GOJIRA is all 
about ethnographic nostalgia as a reaction to modern day society. As such, Godzilla is an 
important cultural figure in the allegory of Otherness in the sense that it is the projection of 
traditional Japan; i.e. the traditional has become a form of Otherness that is distinct from 
modern day life. 
 
Postwar Horror 
 
Though Godzilla cannot be characterized as a reflection of repressed humanistic desires, 
GOJIRA is infused with a sense of horrific Otherness as can be seen in the main protagonists. 
Jerome Shapiro argues that the central character of GOJIRA is Emiko, the daughter of Yamane 
and a (girl) friend of both Ogata and Serizawa.37 In GOJIRA, Emiko is constantly focalizing and 
negotiating the problems that Godzilla causes as well as the problems of other characters. 
For example, Emiko literally stands in between Yamane and Ogata to break up their quarrel  
about whether or not to eliminate Godzilla. It is also Emiko who decided to let Ogata know 
about Serizawa’s secret (the oxygen destroyer), leading him to convince Serizawa to use it 
against Godzilla. Perhaps the most interesting thing about the relationship between Emiko, 
Ogata and Serizawa is the fact that Emiko chooses to be with Ogata and not with Serizawa, 
as proposed by her father. The film here indicates that Emiko’s gentle softness is 
irreconcilable with Serizawa’s postwar trauma. Serizawa’s trauma is expressed by his secret 
and isolated style of living in his experimental laboratory. Serizawa is also stigmatized as war 
veteran and victim by his eye patch that director Honda has identified as a patch to cover-up 
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a scar from the war.38  
  In one particular scene, the dichotomy between Emiko and Serizawa is explicitly 
expressed. When Emiko descends to Serizawa’s basement laboratory, she is slightly baffled 
by and uncomfortable with the amount of technology on display. She stops at the fish tank 
and bends over to glare at its flora and fauna. 
Serizawa releases his device on the fish and 
Emiko reacts, much like KING KONG’s  screen test 
scene, by covering her eyes and screaming for 
her life. From Williams’s perspective this whole 
scene feels like one straight out of a horror film 
in which the (male) audience empathizes with 
the female protagonist. Serizawa’s silent apathy 
for the dead fish contrasts with the screams of 
Emiko, highlighting the dichotomy between the 
two characters. This dichotomy is further 
stressed by camerawork before the moment of 
the horrific event. Emiko glares in a close up at 
the fish tank on the left, then in one take the camera moves to the right from Emiko’s 
position showing the fish tank in its entirety till it stops the moment Serizawa approaches 
with the oxygen destroyer. The dichotomy between Emiko and Serizawa is thereby 
cinematically confirmed by placing one on the far left and the other on the far right, both 
seeing the same fish tank but from radically different perspectives. At the end of the film 
Serizawa realizes that his ‘monstrous nature’ is incompatible with gentle and soft Emiko; he 
states to Ogata that he wishes them happiness right before he cuts his oxygen line.  
  The fact that the aftermath of war is deeply interwoven into the narrative of GOJIRA’s 
principal characters (Emiko, Serizawa, Yamane) gives it a more somber, serious, dark and 
‘horrific’ tone compared to KING KONG. Expressed through the characters of GOJIRA, it is war, 
and specifically the science of war (the oxygen destroyer) itself, that entails the sense of 
Otherness that needs to be eliminated, which is vividly expressed by Serizawa’s suicide. 
Moreover and interrelated, Godzilla is not a mere intentless science fiction monster, but an 
icon of Japan’s traditional systems of belief and art history, which sharpens the opposition 
between traditional and modern day life. Consequently and interestingly so, GOJIRA proposes 
two forms of Otherness: traditional Japan and modern Japan that are both incorporated in 
Godzilla, thus again stressing the allegorical nature of this figure. 
  Though GOJIRA is rooted in the horror genre and KING KONG specifically, it has become 
clear that the cultural historical context of the fifties Japan is inextricable from the film and 
consequently inextricable from the science fiction genre that questions the merits of science 
in a similar manner. As such, Godzilla as an allegorical vehicle for contemporary anxieties 
shall be further elaborated on and assessed in the next chapter with regard to the B.E.M. 
film.                 
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3. Gojira and the American B.E.M. Film 
 
 
When GOJIRA first appeared in the cinema across America titled GODZILLA: THE KING OF 
MONSTERS it was during a time when this particular genre of sci-fi horror had its heyday. The 
‘golden age’ of American big monster blockbusters between the 1950’s and 1960’s produced 
numerous films starting with THE BEAST FROM 20,000 FATHOMS (Eugene Lourié, 1953) and soon 
followed by GOJIRA, IT CAME FROM BENEATH THE SEA (Robert Gordon, 1955) and TARANTULA 
(William Aland, 1955) amongst many others. These films are often seen as quirky fifties 
cinema to such a degree that in the mid-nineties there was a television show preoccupied 
with exhibiting these ‘classics’ and commentating on their outdated nature and thereby 
simultaneously stressing their historicity.39 Despite the now perceived ‘quirkiness’, these 
films were produced at a high rate during the time, indicating their significant market and 
revenue value and consequently their significant (to some extent) cultural value. The cultural 
value of these B.E.M. films can be mostly derived from the type of image these films portray. 
On the one hand, these films are interpreted and viewed as exertions of nuclear anxiety in 
which the giant monster is a representation of the atomic bomb. As Sobchack notes, it is 
only after the traumatic events of Hiroshima that science fiction started to get recognition as 
an autonomous genre in the academic field.40 On the other hand, these films thrive, similarly 
to KING KONG, on the spectacular and wondrous nature of their images. In this chapter I 
would like to bring these two interpretations closer together to discuss the American sci-fi 
genre and how GOJIRA has contributed to the implementation of those genre conventions. 
The first half of this chapter shall focus on the cultural symbolism and aesthetic qualities of 
the American B.E.M.. The second half shall assess these aspects and relate them to GOJIRA 
respectively.   
 
Allegory of Atomic Fear 
 
The American B.E.M. has often been discussed as a symbol of the atomic bomb and even the 
‘communist Other’.41 Indeed, as Brian Murphy notes in his essay ‘Monster Movies: They  
Came From Beneath the Fifties’, this particular genre of sci-fi uses the ideological structure 
of the horror film in terms of Self and Otherness to represent a preservation of social order 
in times when such an order is under daily threat. It is namely the cooperation between the 
scientists and military that in the end saves the day in the battle between ‘us’ and ‘them’.42 
However, it must be noted that this sense of Otherness is different from that proposed by 
Wood.  The Other in the B.E.M. film is usually a monster devoid of aims and desires that 
does not project a sexual or psychological conflict. Therefore, the social order to which this 
conflict corresponds (on an individual level in the horror film) is also of a different nature. 
The order that is threatened in the B.E.M. is that of the collective; the order of institutions 
and organizations. Despite the slight difference between Otherness in the classic horror and 
the B.E.M. film, they both still operate under the mechanism of Self-identification through 
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Otherness. In that sense, the B.E.M. film does not show what it means to be human as much 
as what it means to be a community. This is also called the genre of ‘secure horror’ where 
the collective is threatened by outside forces and it is only through cooperation that such a 
threat is overcome.43  Simultaneously it is also argued that American cinema at this 
particular time was predominantly preoccupied with representing a type of domesticity that 
was particularly hostile to the ‘foreign’ or ‘unfamiliar’. For example, the fifties remake of 
KING KONG titled MIGHTY JOE YOUNG  (Ernest B. Schoedsack, 1949) highlights this urge for and 
importance of American domesticity by transfiguring King Kong into a ‘house hold pet’ living 
together with one of the protagonists.44 Because of the importance of representing a type of 
domesticity and the daily threat of nuclear warfare one can argue that the B.E.M. film was 
both an ideological and a semantically powerful image during that specific time. 
  It is safe to say that B.E.M. films in general portray a cooperative strive for social 
order and preservation by eliminating the Other that is in some way similar to the horror 
genre, but can be ultimately distinguished by their social-historical context of nuclear anxiety 
and possible invasion. However, assessing the B.E.M. film as a mere dialectic between us and 
them, the Self and the Other is to ignore more complex and/or alternative readings of these 
films. Just like the horror film genre in general and KING KONG in particular the American 
B.E.M. cannot be reduced to an ideologically polemic genre. Nonetheless, these films are 
situated in social-historical and political contexts that are in fact highly polemical, especially 
considering America’s Cold War politics. It is therefore adequate to further assess the B.E.M. 
not only in terms of the science fiction genre but also as a genre-film within the discourse of 
‘atomic cinema’ to analyze the ideological structure of these films. In 1978 Jack G. Shaheen 
was the first to analyze ‘atomic films’ in the volume Nuclear War Films by assessing their 
social-political importance and function. He concluded that atomic films “exploit the general 
awareness of the bombs dreaded power”.45 Though this is also true for the B.E.M. film, as 
the B.E.M. is usually spawned by the endeavors of the scientist(s), the advantages of the 
‘bomb’ and science in general are celebrated here as well. In the B.E.M. film, it is usually the 
very same scientist(s) that created the monster that have to eliminate the B.E.M by means of 
science and technology.46 In other words, science is portrayed here neither as the ultimate 
culprit nor the victor. Therefore, the notion of ‘the bombs dreaded power’ remains 
particularly ambivalent in the B.E.M. film.  
  In ‘Atomic Bomb cinema’, Jerome Shapiro goes into more detail with regard to the 
B.E.M. films, which he perceives as narratives of ‘apocalyptic imagination’; narratives that 
are derived from tales of Jewish messianic prophesy. The central theme of these films is not 
the promise of survival but of ‘rebirth’, i.e. these films are inherently hopeful in their outlook 
on the future. Moreover, instead of typifying these films as being molded by ideologies of 
the conservative intellectuals that uphold biblical imaginations of the apocalypse, Shapiro 
argues that the fantastic atomic film (i.e. the B.E.M. film) is infused with multiple and 
sometimes contradictory and progressive ideologies. For instance, THEM! mixes issues of 
social relationships within the framework of the messianic prophecy by stressing the 
importance of collectivity as a system to overcome a crisis. Like giant ants, the different 
protagonists of THEM! need to overcome their differences and work together to survive. As 
such, the polemical nature of the Other within the group is effaced by treating every person 
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as importantly as the next one, i.e. the internal social changes take a central and primarily 
role instead of a xenophobic attitude towards the Other. Gender roles and the position of 
women in particular are frequently transfigured to allow for a more liberal and progressive 
iteration of those characters. In IT CAME FROM BENEATH THE SEA it is in the end the man who 
leaves his job for a scientific career of the female protagonist.47 Hence, the idea that 
domesticity in the fifties is underlined by a strict conservative sense of polemical positions 
and exerted towards reactionary hostility of anything unfamiliar is certainly not uniformly 
confirmed in the media of popular culture of the time. Instead it seems that some of these 
films are sometimes more concerned with constructing a new and unifying sense of Self 
instead of merely reacting to what lies beyond normality. Moreover, the construction of a 
progressive Self (i.e. a progressive society) here further contributes to the ambivalent nature 
of science in these films. If it is indeed considered progressive to have women performing a 
man’s job by practicing science then science itself is also considered as a relevant, important 
if not progressive part in the identification of the Self. Put differently, the progressive 
tendencies of the B.E.M. film as formulated by Shapiro can be considered as the B.E.M. film’s 
positive viewpoint on science. Furthermore, as mentioned at the end of chapter two, the 
figure of Godzilla is allegorical as it embodies both tradition and modernity. In the American 
B.E.M. film however the monster is more likely to be allegorical as a mode of reflecting on 
different forms of modernity, (e.g. the progressive tendencies), since the monster does not 
have any cultural significance, i.e. it is not a part of a certain folklore as seen in GOJIRA.  
  
B.E.M. Film Aesthetics 
 
So far, I have only discussed the social-historical aspects of the B.E.M. film and its connection 
to the atomic age and genre. However, there is another important trope of the B.E.M. film 
that deserves equal attention, namely the visual wonder that these fantastic films offer. Too 
often these films are considered as dumb witted pleasures and as a consequence their social 
and cultural significance is bypassed. According to Richard Hodgens, the ‘nuclear’ here only 
serves to give the beast a more frightening tone by associating it with something serious. 
Likewise, Hauser sees them as nothing more than mere “bugaboos dressed up in atomic 
hats”.48 Moreover, Sontag’s famous assessment of the science fiction film in ‘The 
Imagination of Disaster’ describes the science fiction film as a genre of neither science or 
morality but of disaster. It is especially the aesthetics of destruction of “wreaking havoc, 
making a mess” that the science fiction film is concerned with. The bigger the budget the 
bigger and more aesthetically pleasing the scope of destruction will be. Interestingly and 
paradoxically so, Sontag also argues that this image of destruction derives its power mostly 
from historical anxieties; in this case nuclear warfare that could efface humankind at any 
given moment. Nonetheless, Sontag further points out that the apathetic position taken in 
the films with regard to nuclear contamination as well as the overall intellectual reaction to 
the catastrophic events is deeply troublesome.49 The fact that THE LOST WORLD opens with an 
intertitle quoting writer Arthur Conan Doyle, who stated “ I wrought my simple plan, if I give 
one hour of joy to the boy who is half a man or the man who is half a boy ” does not help 
much either.  
  Despite the fact that these films seldom treat nuclear power or other scientific 
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catastrophes in an intelligent manner it is necessary to understand why these films are 
visually wondrous and why people like to watch them considering the popularity of this 
genre and GOJIRA specifically at the time of its release. Sobchack stresses that the 
iconographic and extrapolative qualities of the B.E.M. film in which big monsters terrorize 
well-known cities has a special kind of ‘poetic wonder’. She states that the collision of the 
familiar (cities, landmarks and infrastructure) with the unfamiliar (B.E.M.) evokes a type of 
incongruence, an overwhelming sense of confusion that turns into an overall sense of 
wonderment. Moreover, Sobchack notes that the blandness and neutrality of camera 
enhances the sense of incongruence by its “documentary coolness”, adding another element 
of confusion in the viewing of the wondrous spectacle.  50 Conscious of this mechanism and 
these affects these films exhibit a well-managed narrative and mise-en-scene in which the 
visual wonder is carefully distributed to excite the audience just enough without revealing 
the monster in its entirety just yet. As such, B.E.M. films usually start with a monstrous 
encounter that we can see only partially, from the start gripping our attention to see the rest 
of the wondrous beast.  Although Sobchack refers to a B.E.M. film, the same mechanics are 
in place in KING KONG. The incongruence of a giant ape breaking loose from a theater, 
wreaking havoc in New York and ultimately climbing the well-known Empire State Building is 
without a doubt a prototypical feature of the B.E.M. film aesthetics. The infamous screen-
test scene in which Ann reacts to something we cannot yet see again emphasizes the 
anticipation and promise of such wonderment. 
 Since these films are concerned with thrilling the audience with wondrous and 
exciting images, the economics of such a production play a vital role for the way a B.E.M. is 
structured both visually and with regard to the narrative. Both Sobchack and Sontag 
categorize B.E.M. films by their budget. For example, Sobchack notes that low-budget sci-fi 
films use imagery of Earth itself to render it extrapolative and wondrous by making it barren 
and unfamiliar, for example the desert, the ocean or the red rock formations of the Grand 
Canyon. The familiar Earth becomes unfamiliar and threatening by offering a home to 
B.E.M.’s. Alienating parts of Earth is cheaper than constructing worlds in a film studio.51 The 
films of Jack Arnold for example characterize themselves as low-budget films by rendering 
remote landscapes as unfamiliar, eerie and therefore exciting.  EARTH VS. THE GIANT SPIDER 
(Bert I. Gordon, 1958) is another example of how the scope of the story is determined by the 
budget. ‘Earth’ here is represented by a small town in America , where stereotypical 
characters (the teen jock and his cheerleader girlfriend, the cop, the goofy janitor etc.) take 
the central stage. Genre wise EARTH VS. THE GIANT SPIDER is an odd film; the spider is not forged 
by science nor does it entail a psychological character. At best, it is a horror film that uses 
the intentless sci-fi B.E.M. to elicit somatic and empathic excitement as proposed by 
Williams.  
  In terms of excitement by means of tension, fear or the abnormally wondrous, the 
horror and sci-fi film are bound together in their appeal to the sense of the sublime. In his 
famous text, Edmund Burke makes a distinction between the beautiful and the sublime by 
stating that whatever causes ‘positive pleasure’ is a source of the beautiful whereas anything 
that excites ‘ideas of danger, pain and anxiety’ is a source of the sublime. The important 
aspect here is the idea of pain and not pain itself; we might feel fear, goose bumps or 
anxiety but we are safe from actual danger, which ultimately generates a sense of delight. It 
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is the stimulation of terror, not terror itself that enforces the sublime. 52 One can argue that 
the sublime terror of the monster invokes a powerful image when such terrors  are right 
outside the door. Although there is never a perfect correlation or causal relation between 
real world crises and films of sublime terror, studies have shown that these types of films 
tend to be very popular during times of social, economic or political cris es.53 As noted before 
with regard to Japanese Fushigi, the reoccurrence of ‘monster nomenclature’ is not confined 
to the cinematic apparatus either; in both parts of the world the monster has functioned as 
an important allegorical vehicle in art and literature to indirectly confront the spectators 
with the reality of everyday life.54 In that sense images of monsters during times of (nuclear) 
crisis might not be particularly powerful just because they appeal to a particular social fear in 
a certain discourse, but also because they enforce a level of control over these fears. It is 
then perhaps the notion of the sublime as a form of ‘controlling one’s fear’ which allows 
these films or artworks to thrive during times of crisis; sublime as a form of control not only 
acts as a way to entertain people in the theater, but also perhaps subconsciously as a way to 
resolve certain tensions. In that sense the notion of the B.E.M. film as a projection of 
contemporary anxieties is not separate from, but perfectly complemented by the visual 
particularities of the sublime, which renders these fears not only visible, but also 
controllable especially considering its narrative of messianic rebirth as proposed by Shapiro. 
Just like the excess and the spectacle of violence in a horror film, the spectacle in the B.E.M. 
might work as a form of cultural problem solving, which is in this case the problem of 
science.   
        
Gojira and the Bomb of Modernity 
 
Since most B.E.M. films are socio-historically embedded in atomic anxiety, it is without a 
doubt that GOJIRA has a similar cultural context. GOJIRA is not only explicit with regard to the 
‘bombs dreaded power’; it also incorporates references to actual and real life catastrophes 
such as the hot tuna incident at the very beginning of the film. The opening scene of GOJIRA 
depicts how the crew of the fisher boat Maru is flashed by a bright light followed by the 
burning and destruction of the entire boat. This scene is not explicitly referential to the 
‘bomb’ (there is no explicit indicative that the flash is caused by the bomb) but to the Lucky 
Dragon incident off the coast of Japan in 1954. The American thermonuclear testing of the 
bomb in Pacific waters has caused a tuna fishing boat (The Lucky Dragon) to be exposed to a 
high dose of radiation ultimately killing the boat’s chief radioman. Also, the American 
nuclear tests in pacific waters have caused a surge of ‘hot tuna’ damaging the Japanese fish 
market for a considerable amount of time. Of the numerous references to real life nuclear 
fallouts in Japan, an everyday dialogue between a woman and two men in a train certainly 
takes the crown. Quite nonchalantly the woman reads the paper about the threat of Godzilla 
and remarks “...this is awful. Nuclear fallout, radioactive tuna and now Godzilla to top it off! I 
barely escaped the bomb in Nagasaki and now this!” Obviously, these scenes are stripped 
from the American version, as it is too referential to America’s controversial post-war 
politics and arms management. Lastly, Dr. Yamane’s interest in Godzilla stems from the fact 
that this prehistoric beast is resistant to radiation; a more thorough knowledge of Godzilla 
could lead to a cure from radiation that has plagued Japanese society numerous times. 
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Indeed, Yamane’s characterization as a ‘Godzilla sympathizer’ points to the same ambivalent 
nature of science as seen in the American B.E.M. film; though science has awakened 
Godzilla, science can also be used to help and improve medical care especially with regard to 
radiation. In that sense, GOJIRA differentiates itself from typical science fiction that, according 
to Neale, does not entail authenticating forms of verisimilitude to stress the seriousness of 
the film. In GOJIRA however, different forms of authenticating are used (newspapers, 
television-broadcasts, references to real-life events) to highlight the seriousness (and 
realism) of the matter. 
  With regard to atomic cinema, Shapiro also discusses the Japanese atomic bomb 
cinema, particularly the work of Honda including GOJIRA amongst his many other films. 
Shapiro argues that this genre of Japanese cinema is mainly concerned with restoring 
harmony and balance in a playful manner. In Japanese atomic bomb cinema the bomb is not 
only responsible for the tragic demise of thousands of people, but also symptomatic of the 
distorted relationship between man and nature.55 Hence, this distorted and unbalanced 
relationship needs to be restored; and as mentioned before, Emiko plays a vital role in this 
restoration of balance. Furthermore, Shapiro remarks that Japanese bomb cinema is more 
concerned with the consequences of science and the bomb in particular on the balance 
between man, nature and ultimately life. Though Shapiro offers an interesting take on 
B.E.M. films and GOJIRA, his fairly overarching and general assessment of the atomic film 
does have some fissures. The atomic film as an ‘apocalyptic film of rebirth’ covers a wide 
range of films without truly assessing the importance of the atomic bomb for the (explicit or 
implicit) thematic narrative of the film. For example, in her essay ‘Panic Sites: The Japanese 
Imagination of Disaster from Godzilla to Akira’, Susan Napier identifies GOJIRA as a 
fundamentally optimistic film since cooperation between science and ‘secure horror’ is what 
saves humanity from damnation.56 However, to only emphasize the broad strokes of the 
narrative structure is to dismiss its expressive content, especially in the case of GOJIRA. It is 
precisely the dark tone of GOJIRA that sets it apart from the fairly optimistic B.E.M. film. In 
that sense, Shapiro has a point when he states that Japanese bomb cinema is more 
concerned with the consequences of science and how this effects the balance between man, 
nature and ultimately life. However, this is an aspect that is not particularly confined to 
Japanese bomb cinema per se but perhaps to the atomic film in general where the bomb 
truly takes center stage in its narrative. 
  In his dissertation Atomic Cinema in America: Historical and Cultural Analysis of a 
New Film Genre that Reflected the Nuclear Zeitgeist of the Cold War (1945-1989), John R. 
Matis elaborates in more detail on the history and cultural significance of atomic bomb 
cinema. Instead of considering these films within the framework of messianic rebirth as a 
fundamental aspect for defining these films, Matis outlines a more confined definition of this 
particular subgenre of science fiction. According to Matis, in order to be defined as an 
atomic film it needs to conform to all three interrelated requirements. Firstly, the film must 
make specific references to the atomic bomb in general. Secondly, this specific reference 
must be the thread on which the film structures its mise-en-scene, themes, context, 
symbolism and narrative. Lastly, these references and structures need to be easily 
discernable by the audience.57 In this sense, a film such as THEM! only meets the first and last 
criteria; it makes specific references to the bomb which are easily discernable by its explicit 
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lexicon. However, it can be said that THEM! does not structure its context, theme, mise-en-
scene, symbolism (or allegory) and narrative around the atomic bomb, but predominantly 
around the giant ants that happen to threat society. One can argue that the allegory alone 
(the ants as representatives of nuclear holocaust or the communist Other) defines it as an 
atomic bomb film, however, according to Matis, the audience cannot not easily discern this. 
The infamous critique of Richard Hodgens as well as Frank Hauser on the symbolic 
significance of the B.E.M. as a metaphor for the bomb demonstrates the weak discernibility 
of these films as atomic bomb films. Though most B.E.M. films are not as ‘atomic’ as the likes 
of FAILSAFE (Sidney Lumet, 1964), THE BEGINNING OR THE END (Norman Taurog, 1949), LADYBUG, 
LADYBUG (Frank Perry, 1963) or the critically acclaimed DR. STRANGLOVE: OR HOW I STOPPED 
WORRYING AND LOVE THE BOMB (Stanly Kubrick, 1964), it makes perfect sense to view these 
films through the scope and context of nuclear anxiety. The B.E.M. monster might not 
project an internal human conflict but they certainly can be read as projections and 
allegorical vehicles of nuclear threats.  As such, instead of determining what is an atomic film 
and what is not, or whether or not the B.E.M. can function as a stand-in for the atomic 
bomb, Matis’s definition should be handled here as another tool to determine on what side 
of the spectrum of horror, sci-fi and atomic cinema these B.E.M. films tend to reside.  
  The references to the atomic bomb are vital for GOJIRA’S context, thematic structure 
and mise-en-scene. For example, in the scene where Dr. Yamane explains to the government 
officials that Godzilla is caused by nuclear testing an argument arises as to whether or not 
this should be made public. While the women argue that the people responsible for this 
beast (the American military) should be notified, the government officials counter-argue that 
the international relations are already fragile as it is and that upcoming debacles could 
further dismantle relationships. Japan is clearly depicted here as a victim and a nation in 
turmoil, tied to international political discourse by withdrawing the accountability of 
America. The thematic structure of GOJIRA revolves around, as Shapiro notes, the imbalance 
between society and technology that is specifically caused by the American bomb. GOJIRA 
differs from other B.E.M. films due to the constant reference to the bomb as the main cause 
of this imbalance and to the accountability of America. Moreover, as mentioned in the 
previous chapter, considering that certain KING KONG-esque structures of the film (such as 
Otho Island and its inhabitants as counterculture to Tokyo) are implemented in this film 
points to a more general problem of technology rather than the bomb alone.  
  According to Erb, two social axes that to some degree resemble the themes of KING 
KONG are at work in GOJIRA. Just as King Kong, Godzilla could be an avenging product of 
Japan’s imperial past in which Asian and Pacific (‘primitive’) cultures have been colonized.  
Indeed, the same binary system that dominated western appropriation of ‘primitive’ cultures 
was also a central ideology of Japan’s imperialism. This is combined with a second dynamic: 
Godzilla seems to represent a state of national or cultural dilemma.58 As such, it seems that 
GOJIRA situates itself between two worlds: the traditional one where man lives together with 
nature and the modern world in which man lives in a realm of technology and increasing 
globalization. The meaning of ‘modern’ in this context should be regarded as mostly a 
Marxist aspect of the industrial revolution in which culture, politics and the experience of 
time and space are altered by the hands of capitalist industry. The way GOJIRA incorporates 
the narrative of the natives  can thus be generally read as a representation of overcoming the 
impact of modern life on the relations between man, nature and world politics. Mark 
Anderson argues that the true value of modernity for the Japanese nation has been a central 
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point of debate during that time and is carefully represented in GOJIRA. On the one hand, 
there is a sense of Japanese romanticism formulated by Kamei Katsuichiro and Hayashi 
Fusao who state that modernity is a foreign pathology responsible for the loss of traditional 
values (e.g. spiritual presence in the form of Shinto practices). On the other hand, 
Shimomura Torataro argues that a ‘Japanese appropriation’ of technology could overcome 
spiritual loss by aligning technology with spirit as a proto-cybernetic alternative to 
modernity.59  
  The dilemma of Japan (being caught between different ‘worlds’) is also exemplified 
throughout numerous scenes with Yamane, Serizawa and Emiko. Yamane, as a scientist of 
nature, is the first and only character to truly sympathize with Godzilla. At the end of the film 
Yamane concludes that he cannot believe Godzilla was the last of its kind which further 
emphasizes his attributed value to nature and all its inhabitants. But he eventually ends with 
a statement that if nuclear tests continue similar monsters might appear. This could indicate 
that Yamane sees the wonder of these beasts being the ultimate force of nature but 
simultaneously acknowledges that these creatures are naturally beyond the reach of men 
and it is only by unnatural practices of modernity that the two worlds have collided. While 
Yamane expresses a sense of mourning for the Japanese identity caught between past and 
future, Serizawa expresses a sense of impossible reconciliation with the current state of 
modernity in which science functions as a catalyst for the nuclear arms race. Serizawa does 
not take pride in the devices he handles to overcome Godzilla; as mentioned before, 
Serizawa’s aversion towards military science and overall characterization as a figure of 
horror highlight his attitude towards modernity. For Serizawa the monstrous act of using the 
oxygen destroyer is the last confirmation of how he perceives himself: a monster forged by 
his acts in the Second World War.  
  GOJIRA does not only seem far more embedded in the atomic film genre than its 
B.E.M. film contemporaries, but it also intensifies the negotiation between tradition and 
modernity intrinsic to most American B.E.M. films. However, stating that GOJIRA is a political 
film about the bomb or modernity is perhaps an exaggeration. One must not forget that it is 
also structured around the genre of the popular Hollywood blockbuster monster movie that 
in the end is, and paradoxically so, a product for mass consumption brought by the 
modernity of industrial revolution. Furthermore, one specific aspect of the modernity 
debate that GOJIRA seems to represent is the film’s depiction of Japanese national 
mobilization and national mourning through mass media. Indeed, as Anderson notes, the 
medium is the message in GOJIRA where the nation is brought together in a unified manner 
through mass-communication by radio and television broadcasts.60 Though GOJIRA is 
particularly clear about the travesty of nuclear fallout, it remains highly ambivalent and 
paradoxical with regard to the modernity debate. It is the technology of mass media that 
brings the Japanese society together and it is also technology that defeats Godzilla in the 
end. Again, this ambiguity is very much like in its American counterparts; however in GOJIRA it 
is more explicit that nuclear power, fallout and war is in fact a terrible monster compared to 
the B.E.M. film in general.   
 
 
 
 
                                                                 
59
 Anderson, 2006, p. 21 
60
 Ibid, p.23 
 
 
28 
 
Gojira’s B.E.M. Film Aesthetics 
 
Similarly to the atomic subtext of the B.E.M. film, GOJIRA also seems to conform to the 
aforementioned sci-fi iconographies as posed by Sobchack and Sontag. The amount of 
influence of American cinema and how rapidly Japan conformed to western techniques is 
remarkable considering the fact that the structure of Japanese cinema was still embedded in 
the practice of Benshi until the 1930’s.61 It must be noted that Japanese cinema does not 
stem from the representational tradition as in the West. Continuity editing, visibility and 
fidelity are all western-based ideas that were not present in traditional Japanese cinema 
until the 1930s. In traditional Japanese cinema presentation instead of representation (i.e. 
metaphor over realism) took a central role in emphasizing emotions and exerting effect 
without considering the aspects of realism. 
When the traditional Japanese studio system 
of teaching young director apprentices fell 
apart around the fifties, new young directors 
took a prime interest in western cinema. The 
Jun-Bungake movement construed the 
cinematography of realism and used it to 
highlight the problems of modern 
contemporary life in Japan.62 Indeed, Euro-
American filmmaking and Hollywood in 
particular became an important influence on 
cinematography of Japanese films; American 
B.E.M. films were no exception. 
   Just like most B.E.M. films, GOJIRA has an ‘excessively’ lengthy forty minute 
destruction of a big city scene, in this case of Tokyo. It is thereby arguably one of the longest 
havoc scenes in the history of American B.E.M. film. The ambitious project of GOJIRA is deeply 
interwoven with the need to go big and preferably bigger than the American counterpart, 
which has led to the most iconic feature of the monster: its enormous size.63 Godzilla is not 
just depicted as big by the cinematic juxtaposition of a giant monster with ten story 
buildings, but also by the framed shots of his body parts. During the opening credits of the 
film the stomping sound of Godzilla’s giant feet can be heard as a first indication that 
something huge is on its way. In fact, Godzilla’s feet play a vital role in its representation as 
the king of monsters; this iconography has been used in numerous sequels and even other 
non-related films. The indexical giant footprint of Godzilla’s recent presence and the 
depiction of its feet while he destroys downtown Tokyo have been important visual 
elements for Honda and special effects supervisor Eiji Tsubaraya to illustrate the size of the 
monster they created. Perhaps because this particular feature of Godzilla is so common, few 
have given it any real thought as to its relation to American B.E.M. film and its aesthetics. 
One could say that the enormous size of Godzilla served to outdo the American B.E.M. as a 
form of ‘cinematic arms race’ in a genre where these kinds of aesthetics are specifically 
meaningful. On can consider size as a means to ‘out measure’ the other (the slogan of 
Emmerich GODZILLA reads “size does matter”) which is not that hard to imagine as a political 
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statement. In the North Korean adaptation of GOJIRA named PULGASARI (Sang-ok Shin, 1985), 
the B.E.M. starts as an infant but grows as it feeds on iron. Though considered a hero of the 
peasants for battling against the forces of governmental evil , as Pulgasari grows in size, his 
appetite for iron grows as well until eventually the peasants beg him to go away. Clearly, 
PULGASARI has some fundamental overtones of communist ideology, stressing the importance 
of equality and the dangers of excelling.  
   GOJIRA’s cinematic conformity to its American counterpart can be best demonstrated 
by the American version of the film. In GODZILLA THE KING OF MONSTERS the original GOJIRA is not 
only censored by referencing  America as the main culprit of awakening Godzilla, the film is 
also cut up and interjected with scenes of the lead protagonist Steve Martin (Raymond Burr). 
Martin plays a reporter that has witnessed the traumatic events of Godzilla’s awakening and 
by recapitulating the story he literally mediates GOJIRA for the American public. Though there 
are still some references to the bomb, this edited version does not entail the edginess that 
the original had in its relation to real life events. Nonetheless, GODZILLA THE KING OF MONSTERS 
was highly successful in the States as it did not only speak the genre’s language of visual 
wonderment, but also perhaps interlocked with a sense of the sublime as a form of 
controlling anxieties. In that sense, the original GOJIRA might be considered as a truly sublime 
film for the Japanese audience as it indirectly renders real life events into a form of 
cinematic spectacle.  
  It is telling that till this day the figure of Godzilla remains relevant for American 
cinema in terms of visual wonder and spectacle. In the relatively well-received GODZILLA 
(2014, Gareth Edwards) the narrative plot, characters and underlying context of man versus 
nature is undermined by the focus on the visual pleasures of C.G.I. (Computer Generated 
Images) constructed worlds and monsters. GODZILLA (2014) seems to be the very definition of 
excess in which formal elements or cinematic style supersedes the narrative content of the 
film.64 In GODZILLA (2014) Edwards used the aesthetics of the CGI monsters and our desire ‘to 
see it’ as a lure to keep us ‘hanging on to our seats’ but ultimately damaged the overall 
coherence and structure of the film. The film constantly jumps back and forth between 
action scenes and character development serving neither of them any justice, disrupting the 
sense of continuity and  pace. Nonetheless, the film has met a significantly better reception 
than the American GODZILLA (1998) directed by Ronald Emmerich. Though Emmerich’s film 
entails the genres nomenclature of spectacle, ironically this version of Godzilla does adapt 
some important ideological tropes of the original GOJIRA, the B.E.M. film genre in general or 
even KING KONG. For example, the film emphasizes (though unconsciously) the importance of 
mass media as a mediator between Godzilla and the public. The true ‘victory’ of the film is 
not pointed toward the elimination of Godzilla, but the success of an underdog news-
reporter Audrey Timmonds (Maria Pitillo) who saves the city and ultimately her career. Also, 
the inclusion of an ill-adapted French investigation team in New York further stresses the 
sense of ‘secure horror’ in which different kinds of people work together for the greater 
good. Though GODZILLA (1998) is by no means a deep and serious film, it does conform quite 
adequately to certain tropes of the genre. This is often overlooked as GODZILLA (1998) is often 
not even taken seriously because the looks of this Godzilla resemble an oversized Laguna, it 
is  therefore referred to by some as G.I.N.O. (Godzilla In Name Only). Apparently, the iconic 
look of Godzilla is paramount to its reception as can be concluded from the latest film.  
  Emmerich’s Godzilla film was the first one made in Hollywood, whereas Toho Film 
Company had produced over more than twenty sequels by then. In these sequels, the 
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original GOJIRA started to focus more on meeting the expectations of a much younger 
audience. This was caused by an increasing popularity of television and the low-budget 
nature of the GOJIRA sequels. Needless to say, the important context of nuclear power or 
modernity in general as the real danger started to fade away as well. It was only in the Heisei 
series (seven films made between 1984 and 1989) that Godzilla reclaimed its status as an 
allegorical vehicle for nuclear fallout and other contemporary social anxieties without losing 
its aim to excite the audience. In the end, Toho Film Company lost the ‘cinematic arms race’ 
with Hollywood. Even though its latest film (GODZILLA 2000) offers the best-made visual effects 
ever seen in a Godzilla film, it is no match for the CGI spectacle of the West. Considering the 
importance of the visual spectacle, the sense of sublime and a corresponding budget to 
meet those demands, one could say that the success of the original GOJIRA is greatly indebted 
to the western ideology of production for mass consumption. As such, Godzilla is not only a 
monster awakened by modern capitalist ideology it is the very manifestation of it.              
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Conclusion 
 
 
As a genre-film, GOJIRA fits very well within certain regimes of verisimilitude as it conforms to 
the B.E.M. film quite adequately in numerous ways. KING KONG has proven to be a very 
influential film for both GOJIRA and the B.E.M. film in general; its mechanics of Otherness as  
an allegorical vehicle to demarcate certain differences between rationalism and romanticism 
(as prototypical for the dualism and dialectic between science and nature) while still hinting 
at their mutual importance is further emphasized in the B.E.M. film and GOJIRA respectively. 
The ambivalent merits of science portrayed in these films demonstrate the dialectic between 
man and nature, proving the genre has more to offer besides its entertaining qualities. This 
dialectic is strongly connected with the social-historical discourse on both American and 
Japanese soil. In discussing different periods of the sci-fi film Sobchack notes that:  
 
“…the American sci-fi of the 1950’s flourished as a symbolic representation of the new 
intersection of science, technology, and multinational capitalism, whose most visible 
signposts were the atomic and hydrogen bomb and the electronics of television. The films of 
the 1950s dramatize the novelty of multinational capitalism, and represent both its 
expansive promise and its threatening unfamiliarity in visualizations that emphasize shiny 
and “futuristic” technology and cosmic expansion or evidence technological dread and 
xenophobia.”65 
 
In other words, the political unconscious of the 1950s sci-fi  film is deeply embedded in the 
negotiation of social-historical changes by science, household electronics and multinational 
capitalism (i.e. globalization). GOJIRA is in that sense the apotheosis of that political 
unconscious as it amplifies all the aspects of the genre while simultaneously interjects it with 
actual historical and political problems of the Japanese nation. If the B.E.M. film points to a 
certain concern about the merits of science, which is in the end a dialectic between man and 
nature, then GOJIRA takes this debate as a central axis for all its exertions: the relations 
between the protagonists, Otho Island and Tokyo City and of course Godzilla as an allegorical 
vehicle that embodies both tradition and modernity upon which these relations and 
identities are formed. In terms of genre conventions, it is also important to note that GOJIRA 
uses certain tropes of the horror film to underline not just the danger of Godzilla but also, 
and more importantly, the dangers of science and modernity in general. It is therefore ironic 
that the political unconscious and the allegorical mode in GOJIRA are derived from the very 
source (i.e. America) that stands central in the film as being the ‘bad merit’ of science and 
capitalistic expansion. Put differently, GOJIRA uses the American genre to not only outdo it 
cinematically but simultaneously incorporates its genre language to criticize the politics of 
the West.   
  As such, the apotheosis of GOJIRA is from the very beginning conflicted by its 
paradoxical nature as it is a product of mass consumption. This becomes especially apparent 
in the sequels and recent remakes in America where Godzilla starts to lose its significance as 
an allegorical vehicle for social historical anxieties concerning science and the nuclear bomb. 
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The sublime relation between nuclear anxiety and images of visual wonder in the ‘golden 
age’ of B.E.M. films as indirect ways to cope with social anxieties found its epitome in GOJIRA, 
but gradually faded away years later. This shift is particularly notable in America, where the 
threat of the atomic bomb has vanished almost completely from the science fiction film.66 It 
is also here that GOJIRA truly began to develop a genre of its own; one quite distinct from 
both the 1950s B.E.M. film and the horror genre. Nonetheless, the Godzilla series remains 
quite interesting in terms of allegorical vehicle of Otherness.  
  In ‘Wrestling with Godzilla: Intertextuality, Childish Spectatorship and the National 
Body’, Aaron Gerrow further elaborates on the fact that Godzilla remains an important 
figure for the process of identification. Gerrow notes that the childish rendition of Godzilla in 
the later years is in fact an intertextual effort that brings pro-wrestling and manga drawings 
of Sugiura Shigeru (during the first sequels) closer together. Pro-wrestling has a special 
significance in Japanese culture, which can be linked to the presentational style of Japanese 
cinema before the sense of new realism kicked in around the mid-1930s. The pro-wrestling 
act of fake battle and especially the knowledge that it is fake can also be found in the 
cinematic language of the Godzilla sequels. The sense of realism in terms of e.g. continuity 
editing seen in GOJIRA is not of importance in the Showa period (Godzilla films between 1955 
and 1975). In fact, in these films it is important to be as presentational as possible in the 
sense that the material is interpreted as fake beforehand and should not try to overcome 
this fakeness by cinematic techniques. In turn this allows the audience to enjoy the fakeness 
for what it is; a reverse of the concept of verisimilitude in which authenticity plays a key-role 
for the seriousness and depth of the film. This is then interjected with the childish element 
found in Japanese comics (manga) of Sugiura Shigeru, which follows the philosophy of Yukai 
(a philosophy that emphasizes the importance of pleasure and amusement rather than 
seriousness).          
   The destruction of Tokyo City in these films is then met with cheerful expressions as 
seen in Sugiura’s manga, instead of post-war dread as seen in GOJIRA.  Moreover, the free 
and excessive meaningless motion of the body is an essential concern in Yukai philosophy. In 
that (childish) sense, the monstrous body is here not the Other but rather the ideal since it 
can be both powerful and escape confinement and physical definition. Indeed, destruction 
itself (termed ‘Abare’ in Yukai philosophy) becomes the most important part of the film. This 
is an interesting and differentiating take on Sontag’s ‘aesthetics of destruction’ because now 
the aesthetic has shifted from the sublime to the child-like pleasure of free body movement 
and expression. Finally, Gerrow argues that the expressed motion of the body here should 
not only be regarded as a childish mode of spectatorship but also as a location for a new 
sense of cultural identity (which is still undefined because the Japanese nation remains non-
existent as a single unity and is partly fictional).67 As such, the Godzilla films of the Showa 
period should not be dismissed as mere low-brow films for the immature crowd, just as 
GOJIRA should not be dismissed as a “bugaboo with atomic hat”. It is in fact fascinating how 
the later Godzilla films and Godzilla character adapted itself to the younger crowd and how 
the still non-existent sense of Japanese identity persisted in these films.      
  Self-identification through the allegorical vehicle that is the Other seems to have 
been especially fruitful in the B.E.M. film and the Godzilla franchise in particular. It is 
remarkable to see not only in what way the allegory of the B.E.M. is different in GOJIRA and 
the American counter-parts (and their interrelated social-historical contexts), but also how 
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this allegory has shifted significantly throughout the years. Perhaps then the most 
interesting aspect of GOJIRA is the notion that in this genre-film, so embedded in the search 
for a Japanese identity and reconcilement with the post nuclear dread, the figure of Godzilla 
himself became the very point of reference for the Japanese identity in popular and mass 
culture of both the West and the East. Godzilla officially becoming the icon of tourism in 
Japan indefinitely confirms the economic appreciation of this identification. As Altman 
adequately puts it:  
 
“..genre is a useful category, because it bridges multiple concerns that serve a precise 
function in the overall economy of cinema.”68 
 
GOJIRA bridged the economic and cultural gap between the East and the West, which would 
later lay out the path for a Japanese society of mass consumption. It is therefore ironic and 
paradoxical that Godzilla is not only a figure of tradition and modernity, it also became a 
figure of consumerism. This makes it also interesting to analyze how the allegorical figure of 
Godzilla in the later films can be further related to historical changes and especially to the 
change of Japan in the light of increasing globalization, consumerism and certain social 
anxieties. As I have shown, GOJIRA (or any other B.E.M. film) should not be dismissed as 
another goofy horror science fiction flick and nor should its sequels be considered any less of 
culturally important. And as the study of Gerrow demonstrates, there is still much to unveil 
about the political unconscious of the Godzilla films and their relation to history.       
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